The Euripidean Tragedy
5. THE HECUBA
The material of the Hecuba is taken from two legends which ftiave no connexion except that both come from the Trojan cycle and both intimately concern Hecuba. A purely formal unity is given by the continuous presence on the stage of Hecuba and the chorus of Trojan captives, but there is no causal unity that links the sacrifice of one of Hecuba's children with the murder of another. Like the incidents that make up the plot of the Troades, they remain separate ; in the Troades indeed there is the nexus that all the action proceeds from one side, the Greeks, but in the Hectiba even this mechanical help is missing. The Greeks have sacked Troy and enslaved those that they have not killed ; they now sacrifice Hecuba's daughter Polyxena to the shade of Achilles; then the Thracian Polymestor is discovered to have murdered Hecuba's remaining son Polydorus, to get his treasure ; finally Hecuba takes a terrible revenge on Polymestor. Such is the scattered material that makes iip the plot. That kind of unity that we find in the Troades is wanting, but in compensation we have here more character-interest; in the Troades Hecuba is only a helpless victim, while here she does retaliate on one of her oppressors. It is indeed commonly maintained that the aim and purpose of the play is to study the character of Hecuba. Is tne view tenable ?
We may first note the chief features in the play for which we must try to account. There is the prologue spoken by Polydorus* Ghost, the obvious purpose of which is to hold together the two separate actions of the play1; no hint here, as in the prologues to the Troades and Hippolytus, of what the underlying idea is. There follows an interesting inversion of an ancient practice when Hecuba is lyrical and the chorus acts as Messenger. They announce to her the impending sacrifice of Polyxena, and presently announce it to Polyxena herself. This occupies 150 verses of lyrical dialogue, and is a scene clearly designed for its misery-value, since in it action, characterization and dtdvota2 are reduced to a minimum.
Next the demand for Polyxena is sent to Hecuba, through
1 It is in fact rather more subtle than this ; see p. 283.
2 What is the English for this ?   Bywater translates it * thought \   la this $*aatext perhaps ' intellectual interest *, though clumsy, would sound more batural.
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